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Ona Gritz

What Happens

I

’m watching cartoons when I piece together from snatches of anxious
phrases that someone in the upstairs half of our two-family house has

died. “We had a little accident,” my mother says when I slip into the kitchen

to ask about it. She’s rinsing a sponge as she says it. I keep asking questions,
but she sends me back to the TV.
My thighs stick to the vinyl couch and make suction sounds. The Frito
Bandito sings Ay, ay, ay ay from under his hat. I think maybe it’s Lisa’s
mother who died so I try to imagine being upstairs without her. I see myself
at their kitchen table where Lisa pours us glasses of milk and sets out a plate
of Oreos as though she’s the grownup now.
That night, Lisa’s mother cries, “My baby, my baby,” in our vestibule,
surrounded by all the mothers on the block. My sister Andra tells me what
happened. Afraid the ice cream truck would leave, Lisa rushed into the
street to catch it. I keep thinking the ice cream man ran her over, but it was
someone in a passing car.
“I saw her,” Andra says. “I saw her in the street and she was all blue.”
She cries into my shoulder, wetting my hair. Usually she holds me.
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Usually, if we talk before bed, she makes me sneak to her side of the room.
But tonight, I’m the big sister, wrapping my skinny arms around
eleven-year-old Andra’s shoulders, letting her stay in my bed.
“We were this close,” she says, holding up two crossed fingers. She
means she and Lisa, though, at seven, Lisa was way closer in age to fiveyear-old me.

Finals week, my first semester of college, I sit at a scarred table revising
a paper in the top floor study room that stays open hours later than the
rest of the library. Sometime past midnight, a lanky guy in a black top hat
saunters in.
“Y’all hear?” he asks. “John Lennon’s been shot.”
I look up, startled. “He’s okay, right?”
The guy turns, grinning. “They say he’s dead.”
“That can’t be.” I skim the room for assurance. When no one responds,
I throw my books into my backpack and shrug on my coat. Behind me, the
jovial bearer of devastating news sings, “Happiness is a Warm Gun.”
Stumbling through the cold, I tell myself it’s a mistake. The guy heard
wrong or made it up. When I reach the dorms, my roommates Maria and
Nancy are waiting outside. Neither usually stays up this late.
“We figured you’d be sad,” Maria says, hugging me.
John can’t be dead, I think. His new song’s called “Starting Over.”
Jim, a guy I know slightly, throws an arm around me too. “Come,” he
says and steers me toward his room.
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Vaguely, I wonder if he’ll make a pass at me, but Jim just sits me on his
bed and puts the stereo on. We listen to “Imagine,” “Julia,” “Instant Karma,”
and marvel over the line in “Beautiful Boy,” Life is what happens to you while
you’re busy making other plans. I recall how, for years after Lisa’s accident, I’d
wake early and think, I made it to six…to seven...to eight.
“If John can die, anyone can,” I tell Jim.

“I don’t think about it much,” I confess a year later in the small, spare
office of the campus therapist.
Her face stays impassive despite what I’ve just said. Months earlier, my
pregnant sister Andra, her husband, and my eleven-month-old nephew
were murdered, but that fact rarely crosses my mind.
“I took it harder when John Lennon was killed,” I tell the therapist so
she’ll understand the gaping hole I have in place of a heart.
“That’s what celebrities are for,” she says and lets me change the subject.
For the rest of my time we discuss an argument with my roommate, a guy I
flirted with in the bookstore, a class I plan to drop.
What I don’t say is that I’ve begun taking baths so hot my pulse feels
like it could burst through my skin. Or that, every morning, I stare into
my closet and think, Who cares what I wear when anyone can die? Nor do I
describe how, since I learned what happened, I feel Andra come to lie beside
me while I sleep. “We were this close,” she whispers, and shows me her
crossed fingers—one for her, of course, and, this time, one for me.
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